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a royal customer
meets a Southwestern
Indian trader

MABEL C. WRIGHT

Marietta and the King of Siam
Marietta Palmer Wetherill laid the foundation for her years of trading
post activities when still a young girl in the eighties and nineties. At
that time she was travelling through the Southwest with her father,
Sidney La Vern Palmer, and would observe carefully as, after hours of
palavering, a sack of Arbuckle's coffee was exchanged for an old Navajo
blanket or an Apache basket.
After she married Richard Wetherill in 1896 and they took up their
lives at Pueblo Bonito in Chaco Canyon, it was Marietta who ran the
trading posts that were established around the remote archeological
excavations which Richard supervised.
Following his tragic death in 1910, she supported her little family
by managing trading posts in various locations throughout the Southwest. Many an illustrious name appeared on the checks that passed
through her hands but, only once, was there a royal signature.
The King of Siam wanted turquoise "without flaw." Across the
counter from him at her Cedar City, Utah, trading post, Marietta stood
ready to accommodate her unscheduled royal customer in any way possible, but she was so bold as to raise the question, when is a flaw not a
flaw? Steeped in the Navajo tradition of the sacred stone and the significance of matrix running through it, she shuddered when the delicate tracery was termed a flaw.
As a matter of fact, he was still the Crown Prince, but Marietta's
lovable trait of upping everyone a degree, had made him already King
For many years a resident of Corrales and tbe Albuquerque area, Mabel C.
Wright has taken an active interest in New Mexico's history and tr,aditions.
A close friend of tbe late Marietta Wetheri1l, Mrs. W rigbt has published a
number of articles about tbat remarkable woman and her dramatic lifetime
among the Navajos and otber Southwestern Indians.
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Prajadiphok of Siam. With his consort, entourage and escort from the
State Deparnnent, His Royal Highness had been touring the National
Parks. The rigors of sight-seeing had proved too much for Queen
Ramphai, and her physician had orgered a few days' rest at Cedar City.
The Hotel Escalante rolled out the, red carpet and tried to act as if
royalty dropped in every day, while the Monnon town-folk did a great
deal of discreet peeking from behind their wooden shutters. Directly
across the street from the hotel, Marietta's trading post was a natural
headquarters for the distinguished party during their e~orced stay.
Here was everything from mastodon bones to saddles and guns, and
excited chattering Siamese ran all around. But the King stood transfixed before the cases of silver and turquoise jewelry, abd it was only
the turquoise he saw. The royal eye gleamed as Rising Moon, a Hopi
silversmith, meticulously set a bit of blue into the silver of a squashblossom necklace, and the King asked if he might look at unmounted
stones.
Seated at a table with a tray of turquoise before him, he examined
each nugget carefully, and those he laid to one side were pure blue,
with no matrix.
"Where are the mines that these came from?" he asked. Marietta
told him that the trading post had its own turquoise mine near
Cortland, Arizona.
,cAreezona, Areezona," he exclaimed. '''But that is where my good
friend Governor Hunt lived. Do you know Governor Hunt?"
Marietta replied that she had known Governor Hunt for many years,
and then she recalled that he had been, at one time, Ambassador to
Siam. The King kissed her hand over their mutual friend, and it set the
seal for a relationship above and beyond a mere commercial transaction.
Marietta sat and watched the little King examining the stones, rejecting all bnt those he considered without flaw, and squealing with
delight when he found one to his liking, and she asked him if she might
relate the Navajo legend of the turquoise, a story that was told over and
over again to Navajo children to teach them the virtue of gratitude.
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When the Sky Spirit made the earth and peopled it, he placed there
mountains, rivers and lakes; soil, grass, trees and Bowers; animals, fish
and birds; so that his children would be provided with all the needs of
life. Then he sent his son, the Thunderbird, to place each tribe in surroundings' that best fitted them, and to teach them how to make use
of the earth's bounty. The Thunderbird showed them how to weave
cotton fibers into clothing, how to harvest the grasses for food, and
how to make utensils out of the clays.
After many years, the Sky Spirit looked down on the Earth Children
to see how they were getting along, and observed that while they had
all the necessities, he had never given them a real gift. What would it
be? What was there of the Spirit World that he might bestow? Then
an idea came to him.
Below, there was nothing permanentlyJ2lue, as is the substance of
the Spirit World. True, the waters were blue, but not for long. Wind
would come and rume them into green. llrue, some Bowers wer\ blue,
but not for long. Sun would come and fade them into yellow. So he
cut out chunks of his Spirit World Boor, and threw them down to his
Children for a present.
They acted like any of us would. They grabbed and pushed and
shoved one another in their eagerness to pick up every last blue fragment. Some stored them away in buckskin bags, some used them as
decoration, some used them for barter, but in their greed they forgot
one very important thing-they failed to look up and say, ltThank you,
o Father Spirit."
Centuries passed, and the Sky Spirit realized that there had never
been one single prayer-oHering wafted to him, not one token of appreciation for his fine gift of turquoise to the Children, and he was more
grieved than angry. So he caIled down to Mother Earth and asked her
if she would care to have the turquoise, and if so, what would she do to
show her appreciation? Mother Earth answered that she had seen this
strange blueness in the hands of the Children, and if she could have it,
she would cherish and guard it always. Then Sky Spirit gave her power
to reclaim it alI, and she dIew it into her and mixed it deep within her
bosom, making it a part of her.
There it stayed hidden for a long, long time, and the Children did
not know how or where it had gone. All they knew was that the treasure
that had brought them wealth, decoration, and happiness had vanished, and they wept bitterly.
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Rain, always a friend of Earth Children, came by and heard them.
41
1 will show you how to get the turquoise back if you will forever be
grateful to Rain."
They promised, and Rain sent torrents of water, that washed gullies
into the mountain sides and exposed the celestial blue stone. And so,
forever after that, The P~ple have dearly prized the turquoise, even
though most of it is no longer pure blue but has minute veins of brown
running through it, where it was at one time mixed in the bosom of
Mother Earth.
....

The King of Siam had listened with more than polite attention, and
even had interrupted to have his interpreter explain some phrase he
had not caught, but his comment at the close was simply, "Nothing
that is earthy is beautiful," and he continued his quest for turquoise
"without Haw." He had retrieved a goodly pile from the unmounted
stones, and then went through the mounted silver and turquoise
.. jewelry. A find to his liking was punctuated with '3 childish giggle, and
the piece was set aside. Unredeemed pawn was brought out of the safe~
and several times he asked Marietta if they might take some unusual
piece over to the hotel for the Queen to see. The procession would cross
the street, and with due ceremony present themselves to Queen
Ramphai, who would then make a selection for herself.
But the day of departure and the hour of reckoning came. The unmounted stones presented no difficulty as they were valued and measured carats. Waving his hand over the accumulation of mounted
pieces whose turquoise settingsChe had fancied, the King said he would
take all of these, but would Milietta kindly have her Indian boys remove the stones, as he hap no ust!tfor the mountings. Marietta did not
bat an eye, but she listed the jewelry at the prices marked, before
sending them back to have the turquoise removed. If it had Hashed
through the royal mind that he could buy the stones separately, he did
not know Manetta. RecaIling the transaction later, she said, "Of course,
I weighed the silver in the mountings and gave the King credit for itl"
('l
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